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FOREWORD 


The following autobiographical sketch by John Frederic William 
Meyer is a local success story of the nineteenth century. Arriving in Fort 
Wayne as a poor immigrant in 1847, Mr. Meyer became a prosperous 
businessman and civic leader by the end of the century. With his brother 
he established the wholesale and retail drug house of Meyer's Drugs. 

Mr. Meyer penned the sketch in German on October 31, 1899. He 
died in September, 1910, at the age of eighty-seven; his daughter, Mrs. 
Eda Strieder, is his only surviving child. 

The Allen County-Fort Wayne Historical Society presents this brief 
autobiography of a prominent Fort Wayne citizen in the hope it will prove 
interesting to members and the general public. 


John Frederic William Meyer 


On the anniversary day of the Reformation, I will begin to write a 
short story of my life, in which I want to speak especially of the wonderful 
way God has led me, and give Him praise and glory. 

In 1417 John Henry Meyer married a girl of inferior rank, and with- 
out domain. Much as this act displeased his parents, they soon became 
reconciled and built a small house on the edge of their very large farm 
near Dielingen, Westphalia, Germany. This remained the home of their 
direct descendants until the year 1838. 

My father was also named John Henry Meyer; my mother was born 
Margarethe Louise Hoolt, both from the congregation in Dielingen, West- 
phalia. They were married April 23, 1821. My father died when I was 
barely nine years old. After his death, I had to herd sheep, and in conse- 
quence had to miss school that summer. After that summer I was able to 
attend school, such as it was, very simple and wretched, regularly until I 
was almost fourteen years old. 

That year our mother moved with us to Stemshorn, where I was 
confirmed in the Lutheran Church, and spent my time at home until I was 
fifteen. ‘That year I was engaged as shepherd at Meyer and Klausemeyer's 
in Ilwede, and my wages were $15.00 (Prussian money) a year, and the 
privilege of feeding and pasturing ten sheep with theirs. The lambs and 
wool I sold, so that my wages were increased somewhat. While herding 
the sheep, I knit stockings and mittens for which I was paid. 

After three years, when I was eighteen years old, I had to go home 
to do the work on the farm, and herd the sheep there. 

When I was twenty-one years old, my dear pious mother died. I 
want to say here that she kept us from going sinful ways, by her admonition 
and prayers and by God's grace. In our lessons for Confirmation we were 
taught that if we were virtuous all would be well, but when we came home 
from the lessons, our mother told us that our virtue was like a soiled dress 
before God, and only through faith in Him and His great love for us, by His 
grace could we enter the Kingdom of Heaven. 

When I was twenty-three years old, I wished to go to America. I 
spoke of it to my brother Friedrich, who was then seventeen years old. As 
he was willing, I decided to ask my step-father's permission to go. (We 
were brought up to be obedient.) He said we might go, but he would not help 
us with money. So I counted the money I had saved, which I had put away 
in a trunk, and found I had $150.00. I borrowed $15.00 from an older 
brother, and we left our home on September 15, 1847. On September 17th 
we took passage on an English sailing ship--Captain Duncan. We encoun- 
tered great storms inthe North Sea, but had many lovely days too, espe- 
cially when we were at the Island of Cuba and San Domingo, where it was 
very warm. We landed at New Orleans on November 17, 1847. 


After a short stay we took a Mississippi steamer to Cincinnati, 
where we stayed two days, or until we could get a canalboat that would take 
us near Fort Wayne. We found one that took us to Bremen, Ohio, where we 
landed on December 1, 1847. As it had turned very cold, with snow and 
ice, there was no other way to get to Fort Wayne than to walk. So we 
walked. The way from Bremen to Monmouth, Adams County, Indiana, was 
through a dense woods, and the trees were blazed to mark the way. For 
sixty miles we saw only six houses. After having walked thirty miles, we 
arrived at a tavern, where we spent the night. Our money was spent. We 
borrowed four dollars from aman by the name of Henry Wehmeyer so we 
could pay for our night's lodging and meals. When we were ready to leave 
in the morning, we laid our money on the table. We could not understand 
English, so could not understand the keeper of the tavern. He took just a 
little of the money and gave most of it back. Since we could not get any- 
thing to eat for the next thirty miles, we made our ship's hard tack do and 
drank out of the rivers. At times brother Fred was so worn out he wanted 
to lie down and die, but at last we arrived at Monmouth at dusk so tired 
that it is not to be described. We went into a tavern there to inquire our 
way to the Herman Gerke home. The keeper of the tavern was named Dor- 
vin. Wehad four more miles to go, through a dense forest, to get to our 
destination, and needed something to strengthen us. So brother Friedrich, 
who had picked up a little English, asked, “Have you whisky?" Mr. Dorvin 
set a bottle of whisky and two glasses before us. We drank a good glass 
full, then laid our money on the table, from which Mr. Dorvin took a very 
little. Then he showed us the way. By that time we were so anxious to get 
there we almost went on atrot. After about one and a half hours we ar- 
rived at Fred Christianer's, where we found the mother of Mr. Christianer 
at home and she spoke to us in Low German (Plattdeutsch) and said "Sund ji 
jungens von Stemshorn? Wi dachten ji kamet nich mehr da et al so lathe in 
winter is.’ (Are you boys from Stemshorn? We thought you would not 
come any more, as itis so far into the winter.) The dear old mother told 
us we must eat with them before we went on further. As the house they 
lived in was just a small log cabin, we thought they could not have so very 
much to eat there, and asked whether Gerke's had the same kind of house. 
They told us they had a covered log house. Then they began to serve the 
meal, and such ameal. Spare ribs, pork sausage, wonderful bread and 
coffee, and how good it tasted! After supper Mr. Christianer made a torch 
of hickory bark and took us to our sister Agnes and brother-in-law, Her- 
man Gerke, where we were well received. That was December 3, 1847. 

The next morning I was able to help my two nephews begin to clear 
twenty-five acres of land, to get it ready to plant wheat between the stumps 
and trees that could not be removed. Brother Fred was so worn out that he 
had to rest for several days; but after that we both felled trees every day, 
until he was able to find work in Fort Wayne, where he worked for room 
and board and could go to school at the same time. 

I stayed at Gerke's and worked clearing land until March 28, 1848. 
That day I began to drive horses for a canalboat, which I did until the fourth 
of July. As it was then harvest time, our boat was anchored for several 


weeks. Iwent to Gerke's and worked with cradle and scythe. One day, 
while I was working hard with the cradle I was overcome by the heat and 
was unconscious for several hours. Iwas very ill, so that they thought I 
would die. When Rev. Husmann heard that I was so ill, he rode nine miles 
to visit me. He found me with a goodly portion of self-righteousness, so 
he gave mea severe lesson of the Law of the Bible and left me. The next 
morning at four o'clock he was back. Ihad had a miserable night and was 
almost desperate. When he saw how I felt, he preached the Gospel and 
made me so happy, telling me I should only believe and I would be saved. 
He made it so sweet that I have never forgotten it. 

When I was well again I went back to the canalboat, as that was al- 
most the only way, at that time, to receive pay in money. Then I was 
transferred to a packet boat, where I received $18.00 a month. After a 
very short time I took malaria and was nursed bya Mrs. Drave. By that 
time it was late in fall and I went back to Gerke's and helped clear the land. 

In December I bought eighty acres of land (woodland) for $205.00. 
I had saved $105.00 during the summer, so I owed $100.00 on it. I stayed 
at Gerke's until February 7, 1849, when I was employed by Hugh B. Reed, 
a druggist. Brother Fred, by that time, had been made "helper" at Reed's. 
So then I was official bottle washer, hostler, bootblack and chamber fellow, 
for which I received the large salary of $15.00 per month. Out of that I had 
to pay for board and laundry. At that, I saved enough to pay for having 
twenty-one acres of my land cleared. 

I fully intended to live on my farm and knew it would be impossible 
without a wife and helpmate. So I looked about for a good pious wife. My 
attention was called to a girl whose parents lived at Grosenherse C. Preus- 
minden, Germany. Iwrote to them and asked their consent to court their 
daughter. Their answer was that they would inquire about me in Stemshorn, 
(which they did), but since the distance was so great between them and their 
daughter they would leave it to her to decide. I then sought her society, 
and we soon found that we cared for each other. Her name was Carolina 
Schroeder. Ithen showed her the letter from her father, and we were en- 
gaged in the fall of 1850. She remained at her place of employment until 
the 22nd of May, 1851, and the next day we were married, May 23rd, in 
the old St. Paul's Church, by Rev. Sihler. Our guests were brother Fred, 
Rev. Sihler, the Herman Gerkes and Mrs. Prof. Cramer. 

We had furnished a room which we rented from Christ Beelman. As 
my wages were $15.00 a month, and we had to pay $5.00 a month rent, we 
boarded six young clerks, each of them paying $6.00 a month for board and 
laundry, which was then one dollar more than customary, as my wife was 
noted as a good cook. My plan was to move on to the eighty-acre farm in 
Adams County, but one evening my employer, Mr. Reed, informed me that 
he had raised my pay to $25.00 a month. SolI sold the farm to Herman 
Gerke for $468.00. Then we bought a house and lot (90 x 150) on Washing- 
ton Street. The boarders paid us $36.00 a month, which covered our daily 
expenses fully, so that with my wages and what we had saved, besides the 
money of the farm, we had $1150.00, which paid for the house and lot. 

On the 15th of June, 1852, we were blessed with a daughter, who 


St. Paul's Lutheran Church 
on Barr Street 


was baptized and named Louise Wilhelmine. On August 15, 1854, we were 
given a son who was named Fredrick Gottlieb. In 1852 brother Fred was 
induced to go into business with Mr. Watson Wall, so he left his place at 
Reed's and became a partner to Mr. Wall. Since Mr. Reed was very bitter 
against my brother, I, too, resigned and took employment with Wall & Meyer 
for a short time, and then was made a partner of the firm. 

On June 26, 1856, we again had a son, named Christian Fredrick, 
but he only stayed with us two years. One month after his death, June 23, 
1858, our son Heinrich Ludwig William was born. I had a great cross and 
sorrow on the 28th of August of that year when my dear wife Carolina died. 
She had been ill with typhoid. She was an earnest, pious Christian, and I 


learned many good things from her. 

I was left with three little children, and after a while it was plainly 
seen that it would be best for me and my little ones to look for a mother for 
them. So I asked the good parents Schaper for their daughter Juliana. She 
was the eldest daughter of Dietrick Gerke by Mother Schaper's first mar- 
riage. Chr. Schaper was her stepfather. The parents had no objections, 
but wanted their daughter to make her own decision. So Julia was called, 
and the parents told her my wishes. God led her to say yes, and after a 
few days we celebrated our engagement, at which occasion Prof. Cramer 
made a wonderful speech. On the 22nd of May, 1860, we were married in 
St. Paul's Church, Fort Wayne. My dear wife had a very hard time of it, 
as our youngest son William was very ill, and for years we never had a full 
night's sleep. She nursed him with the greatest patience and sacrifice, so 
that he became a strong and healthy man and outgrew his troubles. 


Juliana Gerke 
Mr. Meyer's second wife 


On November 20, 1862, we were presented with our first daughter, 
Clara Francisca Emilie. On August 17, 1864, wewere blessed with an- 
other daughter, Maria Pauline. On May 24, 1866, our dear daughter Anna 
Louise Juliana was born, but she only lived to be thirteen years old. She 
died on December 8, 1879, with diphtheria. She was a pious child, well 


built and lovely. We have the great consolation that she would rather go to 
Jesus than stay on earth with us. On January 10, 1868, we were blessed 
with a son, Wolfgang George Theodore, and on March 7, 1874, our youngest 
daughter was born, Eda Anna Helene. 

I am now seventy-five years old and have had a very happy married 
life. I have been married to Julia for thirty-nine years, and we have been 
of the same mind in our faith and Christian work. I pray to God she may 
remain with me to the end. 

Now I want to give a short outline of our business. At first, I was 
only a fourth partner at Wall & Meyer. ‘Then Mr. Wall sold out to us and 
brother Fred and I were equal partners, although Fred drew alarger salary 
than I, as he seemed better able to be the leader. So we worked in har- 
mony. Our business prospered noticeably; then came the sad war between 
North and South. Everything was raised in price, especially alcohol, whis- 
ky, etc. It would take too long to name all. Then our store was destroyed 
by fire in 1862, and, as we had only $10, 000.00 insurance, our loss was so 
great that we were almost poor. We were encouraged by so many to begin 
again, that we took courage and started afresh. A congregation in Whitley 
County had collected a large sum of money, which the good people wanted 
to give us. We did not accept it as a gift, but used it a short time as a 
loan. Soon after we had started again our business was so good that our 
profit was larger than we had expected it to be. 

Then in 1865, at the end of the war, an entirely different business 
period began. Money seemed to go to only a few, and most small concerns 
went under. At that time, Mr. Jesse L. Williams asked us whether we 
would take his son, Ed. Williams, in as partner. We thought it would per- 
haps be a good thing to do, but Fred thought Fort Wayne would not be the 
place for a wholesale house, so he looked about in Chicago and St. Louis. 
We then bought the wholesale house in St. Louis for $100,000.00. ‘Then 
money became more valuable and goods cheap, so that we were poor in 
1866, and worried so we seldom could sleep. I learned then that trouble 
teaches us to pray and also that God leads theheart of people for he gave us 
friends that helped in every way. 

Fred then had the brilliant idea to buy chemicals that we might make 
a profit on. They soon went up in price, and by and by we were able to pay 
our debts, and our income was such that we were very comfortable. I 
stayed in the retail store in Fort Wayne always. 
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